Hepatitis C virus structural proteins do not prevent human dendritic cell maturation.
Infection with hepatitis C virus (HCV) results in chronic hepatitis in more than 70% of cases. Alterations in the maturation of dendritic cells (DC) might play a role in the immune system's inability to eliminate the virus, although viral factors that could be involved have not been identified. This study in vitro investigated whether HCV structural proteins affect maturation of monocyte-derived DC. HCV proteins (core, E1, E2) were expressed by transduction with recombinant adenoviruses of immature DC. The ability of these transduced DC to respond to a maturation stimulus was evaluated by measuring cell surface markers, allogenic lymphocyte stimulation and interleukin (IL)-12 production. Expression of HCV structural proteins did not modify DC maturation in the presence of lipopolysaccharide, as determined by their phenotype and stimulatory functioning. IL-12 secretion was not affected by HCV protein expression in mature DC. Our results suggest that HCV structural proteins do not affect maturation of monocyte-derived DC by lipopolysaccharide. These findings are important for further studies to clarify the pathogenesis of chronic HCV infection and towards the rational design of cellular vaccine approaches for immunotherapy against hepatitis C.